
!
 
 

Annotation: A critical close reading tool 
 
What is  annotating? 
Annotating is the process of marking and taking notes on a text to make the most of the reading process. 
Usually this includes highlighting, underlining, circling, arrows, and notes in the form of paraphrasing, summary 
or original ideas. 
 

Why annotate? 
Whether you’re annotating as an adult reader, as a teacher planning your close reading, or guiding your 
students to annotate, annotating is an important part of making meaning of text and a critical element of close 
reading. It serves to deepen comprehension by thinking beyond the words and it makes it easy to go back to 
the text to find important information or key moments. This supports Common Core instructional shifts such as 
close reading and writing-about-reading. As a teacher, it’s not only important to help your students annotate, it 
is also critical that you annotate the texts you plan to teach as an early step in planning for close reading.  
 

How do you annotate? 
There are many approaches to annotating a text, but the key is that your annotations should go beyond noting 
the plot or the important facts and dig below the surface to reveal your observations about connections across 
the text, repeated themes, symbols, and words, questions that you still have, and the bigger points the author 
is trying to make. Here’s one process that you may want to try: 
 

• Read the text the first time through, noting unfamiliar or difficult words or concepts 
 

• Reread the text many times, each time with a different lens. Depending on your purpose for reading, 
lenses you apply might include: 

o Important ideas, key understandings, big takeaways, deeper meaning, author’s message 
o The development of ideas or arguments across a text 
o Relationships between ideas and elements in the text or story (characters, setting, plot, etc.) 
o Significant craft moves such as organization and structure, use of metaphor, imagery, 

symbolism, tone, and mood 
o Vocabulary and word choice 
o Use of rhyme or rhythm 
o Use of illustrations or other text features  
o The Common Core State Standards in your grade-level. Are there any standards that the text 

simply “screams” to teach? 
 

• When reading longer texts, it’s important to annotate across the text. Paraphrasing or summarizing key 
sections or chapters, jotting down what stands out, or even creating a new “title” for each chapter can 
help readers pick up the text later on and remember its meaning so far.  
 

• Develop your own system of annotation that is meaningful to you. For example, check marks could 
indicate ideas or arguments you find particularly strong, stars could mark evidence, boxes or circles 
could indicate Tier 2 and Tier 3 vocabulary, exclamation points could note important or surprising 
moments, question marks highlight confusing places 

 

What does annotating look like? 
What annotation looks like can vary widely depending on the person and the text being annotated. For 
example, when reading poetry, annotation tends to be much more dense, whereas in longer texts, there may 
be less annotation. The bottom line, however, is that annotating a text is a personal process that reflects the 
individual reader’s approach to making meaning of text. Some examples are included on the next few pages. 
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Examples of annotation (fiction) 
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Examples of annotation (non fiction)  
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Examples of annotation (non fiction)  
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Examples of annotation (poetry) 
 


